Introduction
In 2011, global audiences followed the uprisings across the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) with inspiration, fascination, and astonishment. The use of media technologies and social media platforms became a focal point of discourse and spurred debates between techno-utopians and techno-dystopians as to the role new technology played in what came to be referred to as the "Arab Spring." This chapter engages with the question of whether WikiLeaks' releases of material related to the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) contributed to the sudden explosion of angry protests, and it argues that such a connection exists, even though it has to be considered in the context of the broader media landscape and the political environment of the region. Further, the chapter places WikiLeaks in the context of emerging communication platforms, such as Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube, which provided a human narrative on the activities and effects of oppressive regimes in the MENA region and served as important tools in the fight for freedom and democracy. Social media helped dissidents to organize protests and voice anger, and their social and cultural effects concerned conceptions of the individual vis-à -vis established authorities, destabilized societal attitudes toward authority and established hierarchies, and highlighted their own role in the construction of knowledge.
The account provided here is based on hands-on experience in the region, as well as an understanding of the Arabic language and of the role of local cultures. The chapter opens with a brief outline of political and media-related contexts; then it discusses the role of WikiLeaks, and finally it broadens its perspective towards the uses of new media for political change.
The self-immolation by Mohammed Bouazizi -a desperate young fruit-seller -in Tunisia in December 2010 may have provided the spark for the revolution, which successively moved towards other countries of the region and soon came to be known as the Arab Spring. However the widely available proof of government corruption and hypocrisy based on an unstoppable flow of leaks was significant in fanning the flames of anger and agitation among citizens throughout the region.
On the eve of the revolutions, many countries in the MENA region were suffering from high rates of unemployment, widespread poverty, and a dysfunctional and propagandist media system that primarily served the interests of ruling elites. Dictatorships held a tight grip on social and political life in most countries, and civil society advocates and activists regularly faced harassment and punishment. Governments exerted strong control over all media through licensing, legal action, and the provision and withdrawal of financial resources (Saleh, 2011 ) . The political culture in MENA was typically described as authoritarian and patriarchal in nature, and it enabled leaders to remain in office for long periods without significant challenges to their rule.
The Arab Spring changed the political climate as it uncovered the previously hidden (or rather, suppressed) conflict between authoritarian rulers and those who promote political change. At its basis was the transformation of social spaces into political spaces where deliberation on the problems of society emerged and quickly started to spread to different social sectors and locations. New information sources and communication tools were vital for this process. As a whistle-blower platform, WikiLeaks could play a significant role as a new window for unveiling the hidden ills of society, for naming and shaming individuals, and for establishing the issues that served as triggers for mobilization. WikiLeaks cables thus helped expose the "hot tin roof" of widespread discontent and helped to reveal the secrets behind closed iron walls (Bachrach, 2011 , Chabaan, 2009 .
To start off, WikiLeaks' release of the Cablegate documents offered a detailed account of corruption taking place in top levels of government in MENA. For example, several cables describe the lavish lifestyles led by former Tunisian President Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali and his extended family and linked them with cases of corruption to the extent of describing them as "the nexus of Tunisian corruption" (Crethi Plethi, 2011) . As the revolutions unfolded, three further topics appeared in WikiLeaks cables and led to widespread public debate. The first concerns
